Embracing the Make-believe - The Making of Surfers Paradise by Moore, Keith
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
QUT Digital Repository:  
http://eprints.qut.edu.au/ 
Moore, Keith (2005) Embracing the Make-believe — The Making of Surfers 
Paradise. Australian Studies 18(1):pp. 187-210. 
 
          © Copyright 2005 British Australian Studies Association 
 
Australian Studies, Vol. 18, No. 1, Summer 2003, pp. 187-210 (issued in 2005) 
Published by the BRITISH AUSTRALIAN STUDIES ASSOCIATION 
7 
 
 
Embracing the Make-believe – The Making 
of Surfers Paradise  
 
KEITH MOORE 
 
School of Humanities and Human Services, 
Carseldine Campus – Queensland University of Technology, 
Beams Road, Carseldine, Queensland 4034, 
Australia. 
 
k.moore@qut.edu.au 
 
 
A name can create an image that can have a powerful determining 
effect on an eventual outcome. In 1917, Real Estate Agent Thor 
Jensen decided that the name ‘Surfers Paradise’ could conjure the 
image of a beachside ‘Shangri-la’ in the minds of Australians. 
Together with Arthur Blackwood, he bought virtually uninhabited 
coastal land overlooking the Pacific Ocean at Elston, to the south of 
Southport, and sold it as ‘The Surfers Paradise Estate’. Opening a 
hotel a short distance from the foreshore eight years later, James 
Cavill embraced Jensen’s vision by naming his establishment ‘The 
Surfers Paradise Hotel’. Other entrepreneurs joined Cavill in 
catering for tourists and by the mid-1950s, the price of land at 
Surfers Paradise had gone ‘sky high’. The excitement continued with 
high-rise apartments and international-standard tourist hotels 
replacing much of the low-set accommodation erected a decade 
earlier. In commenting in 1988 that envy existed over the way 
Surfers Paradise had triumphed over other Gold Coast locations by 
possessing such a ‘promotable’ title, historian Alexander McRobbie 
recognised the locality’s unassailable position. Clearly, ‘Elston’ 
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could not have captured the public’s imagination as a tourist 
destination in the way that Surfers Paradise had.   
 
 
Keywords: Surfers Paradise, Queensland, Gold Coast, Tourism, 
Beach, Semiotics 
 
 
Place names create traditions, assert powerful rights over areas and 
have significant implications in determining outcomes, Tim 
Bonyhady explained in Words for Country — Landscape and 
Language in Australia.1 Although Bonyhady did not refer to 
Queensland’s Surfers Paradise, entrepreneurs have successfully 
capitalised upon the name of this seaside location to attract tourists 
for almost eighty years. As Brisbane’s Courier-Mail argued in 
January 2004, most people saw the Gold Coast, and Surfers Paradise 
in particular, as ‘a glitzy and glamorous tourist destination’ that 
existed ‘primarily for the benefit of holidaymakers enjoying the sun, 
sand, surf and shopping’.2 
 
Almost from its inception, Surfers Paradise attracted greater tourist 
numbers than nearby Gold Coast beaches despite the surf at many of 
these rival locations being safer. This largely occurred through the 
shrewd commercialisation of its highly marketable name.  As Surfers 
resident and historian Alexander McRobbie elaborated in 1988, there 
continued to be 
 
considerable resentment among residents of other Gold 
Coast resorts over the way Surfers Paradise [had been] able 
to ‘steal a march’ on older-established resorts [such as 
Southport and Coolangatta] by gaining such a promotable 
name.3 
 
In 1970, John Hallows explained: ‘the image of eternal sun, sand, 
surf and space figures largely … in the conceptual bases in which 
Australians … organise their attitudes’.4 Leonie Huntsman agreed, 
reflecting more than thirty years later that while ‘Australians are 
supposed to love the bush, more and more they prefer to live on the 
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coast’, and for those unable to live on the coast, a seaside holiday 
was the next best alternative.5 Robert Drewe elaborated further: 
‘many if not most Australians … see the beach in a sensual and 
nostalgic light. … The beach is not only a regular summer pleasure 
and balm, but an idée fixe which fulfils an almost ceremonial need at 
each critical physical and emotional stage’ of their lives.6 Moreover, 
when discussing Max Dupain’s classic 1937 photograph the 
Sunbaker in 2003, Frank Moorhouse and Jill Leach asserted that ‘the 
idea of the bronzed Aussie [was] entrenched in the psyche’ of 
Australians. … The sun, the sand, the beach and the body [were] at 
the heart of the Australian myth’ they argued — while Fiske, Hodge 
and Turner suggested that Surfers Paradise, together with Bondi, 
were the ‘beaches that most clearly [stood] for the dominant myth of 
the Australian beach’.7  
 
Robert Drewe emphasised the importance of the beach in much of 
his writing. ‘The beach is … a place where people go to examine an 
old relationship that is going through troubles, re-examine their lives, 
fix things up that are fixable, or find the courage to go in a new 
direction’ he related.8 ‘When Australians run away, they always go 
to the coast’ he added. Drawing attention to the special bond that 
Australians have with the beach, Drewe stated: ‘Australians make or 
break romances at the beach, they marry and take honeymoons at the 
beach, they go on holidays with their children to the beach, and in 
vast numbers [they] retire by the sea’. He even commented that 
‘many … `Australians have their first sexual experience on the 
coast’9 
 
For many decades and still today, tourist promoters advertised that 
Queensland was Australia’s ‘Sunshine State’ and the State ‘to which 
sun-seekers come in winter’.10 As Bruce Waddell explained in his 
1984 book, Queensland — The Sunshine State, most tourists would 
have ‘two main inducements’ for visiting Queensland — The Great 
Barrier Reef and the Gold Coast with ‘Surfers Paradise … the focal 
point’.11 In his book Swan Song: Reflections on Perth and Western 
Australia, George Seddon stated that promoters and residents of 
Perth frequently referred to their city’s ‘sunny’ climate, and as 
Affrica Taylor related in discussing Seddon’s views, visitors 
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consequently associated the city with cheerfulness, prosperity, the 
beach and breeziness.12 Similarly, the promoters of Queensland’s 
Gold Coast and especially Surfers Paradise, found this ‘sunny’ image 
both attractive and lucrative, with Rodney Hall relating in 1984 that 
‘taking advantage of fine weather and magnificent surf beaches, … 
Surfers Paradise on the Gold Coast [had become] the most 
developed, colourful, commercial holiday area in Australia’.13  
 
Davidson and Spearritt in Holiday Business associated tourism with 
consumption and fantasy, and explained that tourists frequently 
appreciated a staged or ‘make-believe’ circumstance over a real 
experience’.14 In 1990, Jeffrey Hopkins, in his article ‘West 
Edmonton Mall: Landscape of Myths and Elsewhereness’, stated that 
‘sightseeing’ and ‘voyeurism’ were spatial strategies for some 
patrons, and particularly tourists, in the mall. Visiting was frequently 
‘an attempted escape from everyday life’, he added.15 Gordon Waitt 
reinforced this view in his 1997 semiotic analysis of the images and 
meanings of the Australian Tourist Commission’s television 
advertisements. ‘Tourists are not motivated to travel by specific 
destination attributes, but rather by fulfilling psychological needs 
such as self-actualisation, social interaction, sexual arousal and 
excitement’, he declared.16  
 
Publicity encouraged the public to associate the name ‘Surfers 
Paradise’ with images of days on golden beaches, of balmy nights 
wining and dining and of youthful exuberance. Romance and sexual 
license were strongly associated. ‘Like to gambol on the Gold 
Coast?’ asked the caption below an advertising photograph in 1969 
of a group of young men and women running along the beach. For 
the low price of $109, the reader too could frolic in the shallows with 
attractive companions, the text implied — and although it referred to 
the Gold Coast, Surfers Paradise was unquestionably the most 
exciting place to visit.17 As Phillip Drew, author of the Coast 
Dwellers, argued, ‘the name ‘Surfers Paradise’ is as good an 
explanation as any for a city devoted to freedom, hedonism and sex 
by the sea’,18 while Gordon Waitt, in discussing the 1992 television 
advertisement Australia — Make it Happen to You, observed that the 
footage consisted of attractive young men and women on the 
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beaches, in restaurants, at barbeques and in night clubs ‘chatting up’ 
one another. The accompanying verbal text related ‘It happened for 
me on the Gold Coast, It happened for her too …’.19  
 
For holidaymakers to Surfers Paradise, the acquisition of a golden 
tan provided proof that the make-believe image of healthiness and 
sexual attractiveness that many Surfers Paradise visitors sought to 
achieve had a basis in actuality. As Fiske, Hodge and Turner 
explained, ‘with its connotation of leisure, money, [and] 
sophistication’, the tan had ‘a class dimension’. Aware of this, many 
visitors endeavoured to obtain a golden glow to heighten their sense 
of self-regard, make them more attractive to acquaintances and 
(hopefully) engender envy in their friends upon their return to the 
cooler southern states.20  
 
Historically, Australians have relished the opportunity to visit the 
beach, but clearly, some locations are more popular than others. In 
the 1880s, Johann Meyer established a hotel in present day Surfers 
Paradise, but tourists arriving in Cobb and Co coaches via a punt 
across the Nerang River usually overlooked the almost deserted 
location, entering the beach and then travelling on the hard-packed 
sands to popular Coolangatta. Following the construction of 
substantial houses as well as a Post Office in the future Surfers 
Paradise neighbourhood, the first post-master, John Palmer named 
the fledgling coastal settlement, Elston, his wife’s maiden name.21  
 
Sales of land at Elston, between the future Cavill and Elkhorn 
Avenues, took place in 1915, but demand was slight. Two years 
later, surveyor Thor Jensen and a friend stood on a dune overlooking 
the beach. ‘You know this place is a real surfers’ paradise’, the friend 
said. With the comment encapsulating his hopes for developing the 
area, Jensen and Real Estate Agent, Arthur Blackwood, bought the 
virtually uninhabited coastal land between present day Broadbeach 
and Surfers Paradise to subdivide and sell. Aware of the financial 
rewards an imaginative name could generate, they called their 
subdivision ‘Surfers Paradise Estate’. 22 
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Many Shire residents criticized the name ‘Surfers Paradise’. The 
beach that Jensen was promoting was featureless and windswept 
while those at Burleigh Heads, Currumbin, and Coolangatta fitted the 
description of ‘paradise’ more aptly, they argued. They added that 
although a British name or Indigenous name — ‘Umbigumbi’ — The 
Place of the Ant — was acceptable, the title ‘Surfers Paradise’ was 
an opportunistic advertising ploy. 23 
 
The locality reflected its new and blatantly commercial image in a 
small way when Jack O’May opened a camping ground in 1919. 
Then in 1925, ‘self-made man’ and former champion swimmer 
James Cavill embraced Jensen’s vision of creating a tourist ‘Mecca’ 
by erecting a sixteen bed mock-Tudor style hotel a short distance 
from the foreshore and naming it ‘The Surfers’ Paradise Hotel’. He 
was not alone in his endorsement of the name and image. Having the 
title of the locality officially changed from Elston to Surfers Paradise 
was a prime objective of a local Progress Association. Finally, in 
1933, after much Council opposition, this occurred. The official 
name change acknowledged the redefinition of this space and 
influenced future developers to also embrace the vision of a surf-
beach paradise.24 
 
By the mid-1930s, Surfers Paradise consisted of several hundred 
houses and numerous holiday flats. Already blocks of land near Jim 
Cavill’s hotel were selling for around £1000, whereas purchasers 
could have acquired the land a decade earlier for £25. Local graziers 
and tourists from southern cities brought wealth and sophistication. 
In 1936, fire destroyed Cavill’s hotel but the hotelier constructed a 
grand, modern replacement of brick and stucco the next year, which 
heightened the cultured and sophisticated image of his enterprise. 25  
 
During World War Two, Surfers Paradise attracted Australian and 
American servicemen and Australian women, with the name, no 
doubt, conveying notions of romance and idyllic bliss in a world with 
an uncertain future. General Douglas Macarthur also visited, staying 
at a house on the esplanade.26 After the war, building regulations 
hampered growth, but crowds continued to flock to the Surfers 
Paradise beach with more than 1500 people witnessing a life saving 
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demonstration on Boxing Day, 1946, and a large crowd watching an 
aerobatics exhibition by three RAAF Mustang fighter planes over the 
water in 1950.27 However, the desire to make the town a first-class 
tourist resort rather than a destination for day-trippers increasingly 
concerned Jim Cavill. In 1947, Cedric Barnes, the President of the 
Surfers Paradise Chamber of Commerce, complained about the 
dusty, potholed roads. ‘There was practically only one decent road in 
the area, and that was the Pacific Highway’, he complained, before 
adding, ‘It is only right that tourists should be taken to a first class 
hotel over a first class road’.28 At about that time, the Carle 
Flemminge Rhythm Group, ‘Australia’s finest rhythm quintet’, was 
playing Benny Goodman style music for the guests at the Surfers 
Paradise Hotel’s cabaret.29 Stars such as Evie Hayes of Annie Get 
your Gun30 and actors Laurence Olivier and Vivien Leigh were 
among the notable people who enjoyed Cavill’s hospitality.31  
 
In 1949, George H. Johnston argued that the South Coast, later to be 
renamed the Gold Coast by developers, could ‘not only become the 
tourist Mecca of Australia, but a rendezvous for international tourists 
of world repute’. Its potential was ‘streets ahead’ of Jones Beach or 
Atlantic City (in the USA) or Waikiki and was only just behind the 
Italian Riviera, he argued. Furthermore, with New South Wales and 
Victoria still subjected to the six o’clock swill, Queensland — 
including Surfers Paradise — enjoyed sensible drinking customs, as 
well as a relaxed lifestyle free from social snobberies. Entrepreneurs 
needed a long-term plan to create a ‘future coastal paradise’, he 
suggested, ‘not some future mausoleum sheltering the shabby relics 
of jerry builders’. He explained that at present the situation in ‘some 
areas give the scene the quality of a slightly demented Tobacco 
Road’. Johnston recommended the mass planting of tropical plants 
such as palms, hibiscuses, bougainvilleas and bamboo. Cavill 
Avenue in Surfers Paradise was a model for the coast — ‘the trouble 
is’, he lamented, it ‘is such a rare oasis in the scene as a whole’.32               
 
In the same year, the South Coast Express demanded the end to 
building controls and in an era where few people had motorcars, the 
newspaper suggested the provision of improved transport to the area. 
At about this time, H.P. Evans advocated the use of helicopters with 
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a half-hour service to Brisbane.33 As the editor of Holiday and 
Travel, Catherine Gaul, complained in 1950, Surfers Paradise must 
develop amenities if it ‘is to become as famous as Waikiki or the 
French Riviera, otherwise places like Noumea and Fiji will triumph. 
Already there’s cut price airfares [to those places]’.34 
 
In 1952, the year of James Cavill’s death, writer Colin Simpson 
visited Surfers Paradise and recoiled at the high prices estate agents 
were asking for mud flats in the area. Considering the place ‘rather 
vulgar as well as greatly over-priced’, he did not buy any land. In 
August of that year, Eric Gaven, the Member for Southport, 
persuaded the Queensland Government to lift its building controls. 
Wealthy Victorian, Western New South Wales and South Australian 
Graziers began replacing the kerosene tin humpies throughout 
Surfers Paradise with ‘plush’ holiday homes in an ensuing building 
boom that sent ‘the price of land … sky high’.35    
 
Entrepreneurs from throughout Australia descended upon Surfers. In 
1953, Brisbane Restaurateur Tommy Wong Young created his 
Cathay Restaurant, complete with a brilliant neon sign and a bridge 
over a pond at the entrance. Apartment blocks constructed at about 
this time included Palm Grove, South Pacific, Surf Court and Golden 
Sun. The neon sign of the El Rancho Barbeque Restaurant featured 
flickering flames. As Jeff Carter explained in 1958, the designers of 
Surfers Paradise took ‘a little bit of California, a little bit of Florida. 
… One day they may take a little bit of Nevada [he speculated] — 
for there is constant talk of a gambling casino for the area’.36 The 
press also promoted Surfers Paradise’s ‘sophistication’ in other 
ways. In 1956, a Women’s Weekly feature article related how the 
‘cream of Sydney and Melbourne Society’ holidayed in the town. In 
the photographs, the women in mink coats and men in dinner jackets 
projected wealth, culture and self-assurance.37  
 
In 1956, the Lennon’s hotel group opened a magnificent multi-storey 
oceanfront hotel at nearby Broadbeach.38 The new establishment 
brought ‘world standards of luxury to the unique atmosphere of the 
Australian wonderland of beach and semi-tropic magic’, an 
advertisement explained. ‘Here indeed is a magnificent Hotel’, it 
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further asserted.39 However, despite its majestic beach, Broadbeach 
did not have the tourist appeal of Surfers Paradise and the hotel did 
not prosper.40    
 
Also in 1956, Melbourne entrepreneur and Polish migrant Stanley 
Korman began to participate in speculative ventures at Surfers 
Paradise.41 He was soon generating much of the impetus for the 
phenomenal development of the locality from ‘just another tourist 
resort’ to an internationally recognised location. Korman believed 
that the establishment of a first class hotel was the best way to give 
Surfers Paradise prominence and in his capacity as Chair of Chevron 
Queensland Ltd, he purchased land on the corner of Elkhorn Avenue 
and the Pacific Highway to build it.42 In June 1957, the first stage of 
Korman’s Chevron Hotel began operating and in March 1960, before 
hundreds of guests, Eric Gaven MLA unveiled the foundation stone 
of the main building.43 Modelled on the ‘Sands’ in Las Vegas, the 
new ‘Chevron’ had a rooftop restaurant similar to the ‘Top of the 
Mark’ in San Francisco.44 Along with large areas of glass, an indoor 
beer garden and spacious rooms, each with a private bathroom, 
balcony and room service, guests could swim in either of two 
swimming pools thermostatically controlled to eighty degrees all 
year. Clearly, most journalists, holiday writers and visiting tourists 
considered that the Chevron exuded sophistication, luxury and 
expensive taste, and this was the predominant view a decade later.45 
As International Auge, a magazine promoting Australia to the 
World, explained in 1973:  
 
Among the many excellent hotels and motels in Surfers 
Paradise is the top-class Chevron Paradise Hotel. [It is] not 
merely an extraordinarily pleasant hotel, the premier place to 
stay during a sun-and-sea vacation, but virtually the town’s 
civic centre. … The Chevron provides what so many 
vacationers seek: relaxation in a leisurely subtropical 
atmosphere, complemented by a busy nightlife and 
international entertainment. 46  
 
In 1959, Korman undertook another initiative at Surfers Paradise. He 
acquired 9.5 acres of mangrove swampland and after spending 
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£20,000 on dredging, created Paradise Island complete with eighty-
nine building blocks. In the first eighteen days of sales, he sold 
seventy-eight of the blocks at an average price of £3500 each.47 In 
1960, the development of Chevron Island followed.48 Korman also 
advocated constructing a harbour for interstate ships to berth at 
Surfers. ‘That, in my opinion is a must’, he said, but this plan did not 
eventuate. Similarly, his advocacy of the mass plantings of palms 
and tropical trees and shrubs throughout the area was not 
overwhelmingly successful.49  
 
Stanley Korman was the most prominent Surfers Paradise developer 
in the late 1950s and early 1960s, but there were others. In 1959, 
Efim Zola was involved in a project to raise unused farmland above 
flood level by installing waterways and converting it into Florida-
style housing sites. He called his project the Isle of Capri, with a 
future mayor, Bruce Small, later acquiring it and completing the 
development.50 Across the Nerang River from Korman’s and Zola’s 
other projects, developers created the Rio Vista and Miami Keys 
estates, utilising land reclamation methods first implemented at Fort 
Lauderdale in Florida.51 As Jeff Carter explained in People, ‘These 
American names are commonplace, almost universal, on the Gold 
Coast [as they fire] the imagination of the Hollywood-minded 
Australian public. For attracting local capital and customers, the 
policy has been sound’, Carter believed.52    
 
Analysing the previous six years, Jeff Carter explained in 1958 
‘Once started, the [speculative] race went on and on, at an even faster 
tempo, and is still on’.53 Carter was not alone in regarding Surfers as 
a paradise of financial opportunities, with a local newspaper 
commenting in 1959:   
 
As the past has proved, success breeds success — and 
there’s been no development of an area to match the Coast 
since the days of the American development of the multi-
million [dollar] Florida coastline.54  
 
In another issue, also in 1959, the same newspaper suggested that 
Surfers Paradise    
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is the sort of place where a man who stops off for a beer is 
likely to come back with a building block. People have been 
known to get subdivision fever just by lying on the beach’.55 
 
Despite the increased adoption of the innovative name ‘Gold Coast’ 
for the succession of beaches between Southport and the New South 
Wales border from the mid-1950s onwards, Surfers Paradise 
remained the pre-eminent source of interest for speculators and 
tourists. Even when this extensive thirty-two kilometre coastal strip 
officially became the City of the Gold Coast in 1959, the superiority 
of Surfers Paradise’s reputation as a holiday destination over the 
other Gold Coast localities remained undiminished. As Donald 
Horne commented in reference to the new city, its administrative 
centre may have been Southport, ‘but its symbolic centre was Surfers 
Paradise’.56 The Gold Coast Adviser agreed, asserting in 1960 that 
Surfers Paradise was ‘the white diamond at the apex of a diadem’ of 
Gold Coast beaches. Visitor numbers certainly reflected this view.57 
As further evidence of Surfers Paradise’s popularity, in 1963 the 
Broadbeach Chamber of Commerce sought to rename Broadbeach 
‘Surfers Paradise South’. Tourists planning their holidays did not 
realise that Broadbeach was Surfers Paradise, a Chamber 
representative argued, clearly recognising the name’s attractiveness 
to tourists. Believing that the name change would automatically lead 
to Main Beach becoming ‘Surfers Paradise North’, several Main 
Beach entrepreneurs supported the Broadbeach move, but neither of 
these proposed name changes eventuated.58   
 
Notwithstanding the disastrous consequences of the 1961 credit 
squeeze on some speculators including Stanley Korman, 
Queenslanders continued to glory in the success of Surfers Paradise. 
As Premier Frank Niklin commented in 1962:  
 
the Gold Coast is the centre of Queensland, and in fact 
Australia, and Surfers Paradise is the centre of the Gold 
Coast. The whole of the 20-mile strip has developed around 
Surfers Paradise. … Surfers Paradise Beach is world famous 
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and is now as well-known as the long established Waikiki in 
Honolulu.59   
 
In 1959, the high-rise development of Surfers commenced when 
developers began erecting ‘the Kinkabool’ an eleven-storey 
apartment block in Hanlan Street. A steady succession of high-rise 
buildings followed, including ‘Paradise Towers’ in 1964, the ‘Sands’ 
in 1966, ‘Ten the Esplanade’ in 1969 and the twenty-two-storey 
‘Apollo’ in 1971.60 But as the developments progressed, residents 
increasingly questioned whether the construction of canal estates and 
tall skyscrapers were advancing or retarding their paradise. In 
January 1968, the Gold Coast Sun asked ‘Are there too many 
skyscraper blocks shouldering their way into the Gold Coast?’ And 
‘How can the Gold Coast avoid becoming over-full of retired people 
such as has happened at Miami Beach, USA?61 And again, in 1969, 
the Gold Coast Sun asked ‘Just how suburban has the Gold Coast — 
or more particularly Surfers Paradise — become?’62 In the same 
year, the newspaper expressed concern that Surfers Paradise seemed 
‘to be getting further and further away from the luscious tropical 
look of which it was once so proud’. The writer lamented: 
 
Looking around the Golden Mile these days, it seems to be 
more like a concrete and glass jungle than a warm inviting 
sub-tropical Paradise. The pine trees, the palms, the 
hibiscuses and the shrubs no longer dominate. … As far as 
the tropical resort image is concerned, Hawaii is the world’s 
leader’.63  
 
But Surfers Paradise had never been a tropical oasis, and the Gold 
Coast Sun was referring to an idyllic past that had never existed.64   
 
More than a decade earlier, in his acclaimed book The Australian 
Ugliness, Robin Boyd had identified Surfers Paradise as a location 
deserving of criticism when he stated that the locality was a ‘fibro 
cement paradise under a rainbow of plastic paint’. Surfers Paradise 
was too American, he argued. ‘At night it could be any American 
tourist town, from the smells of open-air grilling to the sounds of 
splashing from numerous flood lit swimming pools’, he stated, 
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adding ‘It is rowdy, good-natured, flamboyant, crime free [and] 
healthy’. However, he also explained that   
 
Surfers has some impressive natural attractions: magnificent 
scenery in the hinterland, the wide, white beach, and a 
prevailing cool breeze which is almost as effective as San 
Francisco’s ocean breeze on the other side of the Pacific.65        
 
Surfers Paradise has increasingly become a ‘love it or hate it place’. 
Critics usually disdain the clutter of advertising signboards, the 
coloured neon lights, the glass and concrete towers, the Hawaiian 
and Riviera titles to restaurants, apartments and streets, the gaudy 
architecture of shopping malls and the bright clothing including 
Hawaiian shirts that locals and visitors often wear. As Melbourne 
journalist Les Hoffman grumbled in 1969, aspects of the tourist city 
were ‘ugly, garish, [and] commercialised’ and in agreeing, fellow 
Melbournian Keith Dunstan suggested that ‘more is done to assault 
the eye and ruin the gifts of nature than anywhere else in Australia’. 
‘There seem to be no laws regarding the shrieking vulgarity of the 
signs or the horrors of architecture’, he commented.66 In 1970, 
George Farwell in his book, Sun Country, chose to complain about 
the excitement and activity that attracted many people to the tourist 
location:  
 
This is part of the with-it scene, the folk, rock and pop 
belting out day and night from metallic loudspeakers on 
streets and beach, the drive-in bottle department, the instant 
B-B-Q, the All-night Pharmacy, the Ton-o-Fun and 
Playlands pinball parlours, the juke box in dim coffee bars, 
the kaleidoscopic lamps of discotheques, the guaranteed 
hangover pills, all of it under the rejuvenating floodlight of a 
sub-tropical sun. Surfers is pop art brought out on the streets, 
a montage of motel light, traffic lights, stop and go lights, 
floor show and milk bar lights, of the sound of mod music, 
Porphyry Pearl corks popping, the rattling exhausts of bike 
riders with no-where to go, and bare torsos on warm sands.67 
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Not to be outdone, a year later Colin Simpson concluded that the 
Gold Coast, and Surfers Paradise especially, was ‘about as 
Australian as Coca-Cola’.68 This critical approach continued with the 
highly respected Lonely Planet asserting in 1999 that Surfers 
Paradise was a ‘wannabe Miami’ with much of the ‘glitz … in the 
most dubious of taste’.69  
 
Nevertheless, many evaluations were praiseworthy, with Walkabout 
writer, John Ross, among those who valued the positive aspects of 
Surfers Paradise. In 1969, he explained that the tourist destination 
was originally ‘swampy, mosquito-ridden, mangrove-covered bog 
islands. … Since then, [he related] these filthy infestations of quasi-
land have been transformed into developments like the Isle of Capri, 
Chevron Island, and Florida Gardens’. He continued 
 
Having grown outwards in all directions, the town has 
started to go up. High-rise apartment blocks like the Sands, 
Panorama Towers and Paradise Towers give a final touch of 
the big time. … Surfers Paradise may have lost some of its 
relaxed beachside charm, but its vitality … remains 
unimpaired and there is the compensation that more people 
can enjoy it.   
 
However, in seeming contradiction, Ross also observed that the 
‘accent everywhere [was still] on luxury, comfort and service’, with 
the streets of Surfers ‘alive with strollers, beset only by the 
distractions of dozens of agreeable resting places’.70 
 
The ‘big-time’ developments of the 1960s bore little resemblance to 
the phenomenal transformation of Surfers Paradise a decade later as 
the abolition of death duties in Queensland in June 1977 turned the 
State into a tax haven, with Surfers entrepreneurs and speculators 
benefiting almost immediately.71 Between 1979 and 1982, ‘the rate 
of high rise construction in Surfers Paradise staggered the nation’, 
with dozens of hi-rise apartment blocks built simultaneously. 
Speculation was rife, with many apartments sold numerous times 
before final occupation. On the Surfers Paradise beachfront during 
this period, Dainford Holdings built the ‘Aquarius’, a forty-six-storey 
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high-rise that was the tallest on the coast, and on the ‘old’ Surfers 
Paradise Hotel site, Eddie Kornhauser built the twin towers 
‘Allunga’ and ‘Ballah’ that were part of his impressive ‘Paradise 
Centre’ complex. As Alexander McRobbie later stated, visitors spent 
their holidays in what was virtually a vast building site, with Ross 
Fitzgerald adding ‘For every block of units in 1969, there were 
twenty in 1980, with still more being built’.72        
 
The Coast’s 1969 strategic plan, devised to influence the design and 
location of buildings over the next twenty years, had failed to 
consider the mass construction of high-rise structures. As Michael 
Jones reflected in 1986: ‘The Gold Coast has been developed without 
modern town planning methods. … The desire for growth has … 
been paramount and the developers have far more influence than the 
town planners’.  However, he also commented that this absence of 
regulations may have been ‘the key’ to the locality’s ‘success and 
vitality’.73   
 
Visitor numbers confirm this. In the 1982/83 year, the locality 
attracted 9.6 million overnight visitors, with its nearest rival, Sydney, 
only attracting six million. In addition, many thousand Brisbane 
residents frequently visited the beaches for the day, while by 1982, 
207,000 people had chosen to make the Gold Coast their home.74 
Furthermore, as the eighties progressed, Surfers Paradise continued 
to prosper. As International Auge commented in 1987: 
 
Sun, surf and sand — in the eyes of the world this is the 
Australian Dream [and] nowhere is the dream so apparent a 
reality than on Queensland’s Gold Coast. This thriving 
centre is Australia’s most popular tourist resort [and] Surfers 
Paradise is the centre of [the] tourist activity. … Lively and 
rapidly-developing, … it offers an extensive array of 
accommodation, restaurants, shopping, night-spots and 
attractions ranging from Australia’s largest marine park to a 
sophisticated casino complex.75   
 
Conrad International Hotels had recently erected the ‘sophisticated 
casino complex’ that International Auge had identified. The $200m, 
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622-room construction, located at Broadbeach, near the ‘old’ 
Lennon’s site, included a 2300-seat convention centre. The magazine 
related that the hotel’s service was ‘superb’, with the development 
achieving ‘new highs in excellence’, while ‘the 24-hour Jupiter’s 
Casino [was, the magazine claimed,] a crystalline jewel box against 
the spectacular curving backdrop of the hotel’.76      
 
In 1993, Alexander McRobbie suggested that Surfers Paradise had 
‘blossomed’ and ‘come of age’. It was now ‘impossible’ for any 
critic to claim that the locality was ‘a place of froth and bubble, with 
no substance’, he argued.77 However, Surfers was different to many 
other Australian city localities. The residents ignored local heritage 
and history and instead embraced an ‘intellectually uncluttered’ 
present with the ‘City of Towers’ and ‘City of Leisure’ becoming 
two of the images contained in the Gold Coast City’s 1994 strategic 
plan. As Richard Allom and Tory Jones explained in 1997, ‘What is 
‘good’ for older cities is not necessarily appropriate for modern 
cities’. The pair elaborated:  
 
The Gold Coast is a city which knows itself and expresses its 
social preferences and culture perfectly in its built form. The 
present planning policies, based on an image of holiday 
lifestyle, the constant re-invention of reality, and a faith that 
form will truly follow function, are working.78   
 
In 2002, RMIT Architecture Professor, Norman Day, found Surfers 
Paradise ‘captivating’. He explained that it was ‘almost a carbon 
copy’ of an inspirational city designed in the 1930s (Zlin in 
Czechoslovakia) ‘where people could live in the skies, with views 
over surrounding parklands, and spaces between towers used for 
recreation, community good and sports’. Surfers Paradise has ‘the 
added advantage of a mighty surf coastline and a swirling network of 
canals and lakes, with the hills beyond’, he commented. Although 
modernists advocated ‘clean lines, green parks, grided roads and 
open space’, the hotchpotch of buildings of differing architectural 
styles was ‘like a swarm of coloured birds trying to attract attention’, 
he suggested.79    
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Today Surfers Paradise is a thriving national and international 
holiday destination. Also a highly desired residential area, it is the 
‘hub of all things happening on the Gold Coast’.80 The current 
construction of the 322-metre 80-story Q1 Tower, the tallest 
residential building in the world and valued at $460m with the 
penthouse selling off the plan for $8.9m, is a poignant indication. 
Surfers Paradise houses and apartments are now among the most 
valuable in Queensland, with a median price of $822,500, whereas 
the price in the exclusive Brisbane suburb of Hamilton is $540,000. 
Furthermore, in Surfers over the past few years over twenty 
residential properties have sold for over $2m with a house in 
Commodore Drive selling for $5m.81 As Allom and Jones explained 
(when referring to Surfers Paradise as well as the Gold Coast): 
 
Those who see the Gold Coast as tawdry and insubstantial 
fail to understand the context in which the built environment 
in this city has been shaped and, more importantly, fail to 
acknowledge the preference of almost 356,000 people [who] 
live there to express themselves in this way.82     
 
Despite the proliferation of residential housing in Surfers Paradise 
and along the Gold Coast Strip, the beachside tourist location is still 
exciting. For many years, motor racing has contributed to this. In 
November 1954, organisers conducted the 19th Australian Grand Prix 
on a street circuit at Southport and between the mid-1960s and the 
late 1980s drag, speedway and touring car races took place at the 
Surfers Paradise International Raceway at Carrara.83 But the Gold 
Coast ‘Indy’ motorcar races have been an unsurpassed generator of 
enthusiasm and visitor revenue since they began in 1991.84 As the 
Gold Coast Bulletin related in 2003, at ‘Indy’, ‘the 400,000 
spectators are part of the race; just one or two metres from the track 
in most places’. In addition, the ‘Indy’ program usually consists of 
street parades, jet-fighter flyovers, synchronized flying displays, 
beach activities, dances and balls, and fireworks over the beach at 
night. Generating $9.5m for the local economy in 1991, and 
increasing to $42m by 2003, the organisers broadcast the event to a 
worldwide audience of 700 million people in more than 190 
countries. The Coast is marketed via the ‘Indy’ race as a city alive, 
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spontaneous [and] interesting’, the Gold Coast Bulletin related,85 
with Tony Cochrane, an organiser a number of years ago, suggesting 
that through the race, the ‘Indy’ could be identified with the Gold 
Coast in a similar way most people associated the Formula One 
Grand Prix with Monaco.86  
 
Although less glamorous, but certainly for the participants equally 
exciting, is the annual ‘Schoolies’ ritual. With Brisbane teenagers 
beginning the end of Secondary school phenomenon in the 1970s,87 
the three-week event was attracting 20,000-30,000 school-leavers by 
the mid-1990s. As the Gold Coast Bulletin explained in November 
1996, in the first week about 10,000 Queenslanders arrived, the 
following week about 6000 Victorians and about the same number 
arrived from New South Wales in the final week — with the influx 
injecting many millions of dollars into the local economy.88 Over a 
weekend in November 2001, the number of schoolies at Surfers 
Paradise exceeded 70,000 – with 30,000 utilising local 
accommodation and 40,000 travelling down from Brisbane.89 
Activities such as beach movies, live broadcasting on the beach and 
fashion parades did little to curb the wild, noisy, all-night parties, the 
drunkenness, yelling and swearing, the vomiting and the throwing of 
empty cans, bottles and rubbish over balcony railings.90 Focusing on 
the schoolies’ invasion in 1998, the Gold Coast Bulletin stated under 
the headline ‘A City Built on Revelry’: ‘The Gold Coast is and 
always has been a party City’.91  
 
In 1958, Jeff Carter had explained in his People article that  
 
Elderly people who have gone a little sour should not trouble 
with the Gold Coast. They will find themselves in a sort of 
devil’s playground where unchaperoned sylphs cavort 
openly with satyrs in the coffee lounges and on the beaches. 
… The groups for whom the Gold Coast really caters are 
honeymooners, lovers and parties of ‘loose-ends’ who work 
in the same office or belong to the same club and have 
pooled their resources to rent a flat, house or apartment. 92  
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The current Lonely Planet explained: ‘the major draw is still the sand 
and the sea … backed up by a glitzy nightlife and a slew of artificial 
attractions’. The guide also warned those who anticipate ‘taking in’ 
the bars and nightlife to ‘be prepared to party hard’.93 No doubt, 
detractors of Surfers Paradise despair at the location’s continuing 
success. They would possibly also despair at Davidson and 
Spearritt’s claim in Holiday Business that tourism and tourist resorts 
reflect our social history and changes in our taste.94 However, as the 
residents and numerous appreciative visitors to the surf-beach 
holiday city fully understand, from its very inception Surfers 
Paradise was not meant to be taken seriously. 
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